A VISIT TO ASSAM 


Assam, nature’s own show-place, is also a 

veritable store-house of different cultures. 
Lying on the north-east frontier of our country, 
it has seen through centuries, a cultural caval- 
cade of which a few traces are preserved in 
niches all over the country. 


Silchar town, a divisional centre of the 
Cachar District, is mainly populated by Bengalis, 
a majority of whom hail from Sylhet District. 
During my brief stay at Silchar in connection 
with the Dance Festival organised by the Assam 
Sangeet Natak Akademi, I could gather a few 
smiles and tears of the people in the form of 
songs and dances. 


With the enthusiastic co-operation of the 
staff and members of tke Silchar Sangeet Vidya- 
laya and friends like Shri Probhas Sen-Mazum- 
dar, I could film and record a few cultural 
forms extant among the people. 


by 
GOVIND VIDYARTHI 


The Sangeet Vidyalaya arranged for my 
filming a Dhamail dance by the peasant women 
of Chandrapur village situated a few miles 
away from Silchar and also a Bau Naach and 
Behula Naach along with recording of songs 
connected with them. The Vidyalaya also fixed 
up for me a few recordings of a variety of Baul, 
sung by one of the foremost exponents, Shri 
Kalipada Bhattacharya of Karimganj and _ his 
disciples, Kumari Mira Das and Master 
Bhattacharya. They were kind enough also 
to arrange for a recording of some specimens 
of the Cachar style of Manipuri dancing by 
Rajkumar Senarik Singh. 


Cachar School 


Cachar School occupies the same position 
in Manipuri dancing as is Jaipur School in 
Kathak. Most of the teachers, who teach 
Manipuri dancing in various centres of India, 
hail from Cachar, The Gurus of Cachar claim 


Dhamail dance by peasant women of Chandrapur village 





that they have preserved Manipuri dancing in 
its ancient form, as brought by their ancestors 
from Manipur. Their claims apart, a keen 
cbserver can detect a marked difference in the 
Manipuri dance of Imphal and that of Cachar. 
Whereas the Gurus of Imphal lay stress on the 
lyrical aspect of dancing, the Gurus of Cachar 
lean more on the side of virtuosity. The nature 
of difference is the same as the. Lucknow and 
Jaipur style of Kathak dancing though in this 
case it is not so pronounced. Guru Senarik 
Singh demonstrated various pieces to illustrate 
his point and I recorded a few of them. 


A very interesting cultural form existing 
among the people of Cachar, Sylhet and Tripura 
is the Dhamail and Bau Naach, the dance of a 
bride after coming to her father-in-law’s house. 
The women of the neighbourhood gather and 
want to see that the new bride is not lame or 
devoid of artistic qualities. They sing a song 
called Dhamail and dance. The purpose of the 
song is to express happiness at the union of the 
newly-wed couple. But the theme is usually 
based on the union of Radha and Krishna 
which gives the whole thing an impersonal 
touch, allowing the singers freedom to go into 
poetic ecstacies without any inhibitions. 


Dhamail Songs 


Incidentally, I found different types of 
Dhamail songs prevailing among different typzs 
of people. For example, a Dhamail song 
sung for my recording by the sophisticated 
people of Silchar town had the theme expressed 
with restraint: 


«Behold O Sakhi, the happy Union : 


Behold Radha standing on the left of Krishna 
Brimming with happiness. 


But the Dhamail sung and danced for me 
by the peasant women of Chandrapur village 
goes further : 

How enchanting Radha looks 

Standing on the left of Shyam. 

Now the bee tells his mate: 

“Can we compete with them 

in enjoying the sweet honey ?” 

The peacock exclaims to the peahen: 

**Can we compete with them in dance?” 

and so on and so forth. 
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Bau Dance 


While the Dhamail is sung and danced, 
they invite the bride to come and show them 
that she too can dance and can be one of them. 


Dressed in her fineries, the bride comes with 
light steps and offers flowers at the feet of elders 
who are gathered there. The women stop 
their Dhamail dance and sit round the bride 
and sing: 


“Dance, O moon-faced one, 
Blessed with vermillion 
Dance. 


In dance Radha was as proficient as Kanai 
Dance, then, O fair one, 
As did Radha, 


And enchant your Kanai’. 





Behula Dance 


The bride is ready to dance. The custom 
demands that she should pull her veil over her 
face and lower her head, she should not lift 
her hands and feet. She has to glide round 
the area. She begins her dance. Butlo, the 
place is covered with a smooth and slippery 
mat. So the bride has to manage the move- 
ment dexterously. And when she starts gliding, 
the singers ask her, through the song to depict 
various gaits : that of a swan, an elephant, etc., 
and the drummer beats more complicated 
syllables. The bride has to keep time with the 
drum and dance to the song of the exacting 
women! When the test is over, all women 
join the bride in a merry dance together. 


Behula Naach 


Another dance existing among the people of 
Sylhet and Assam is the Behula Naach. It is 
a devotional dance having its origin in the 
legend of the snake goddess Manasa. 


Behula was a chaste woman whose husband 
had died of snake-bite. She wandered over 
the land carrying the corpse of her husband 
in search of some one who could bring him 
back to life. She went to Lord Shiva and 
danced to please him and sought the boon of 
her husband’s life. Lord granted her request 
and Behula returned with her husband. 


The story of Behula has been the theme of 
many beautiful poems and has become a part 
of the popular religious festivity. Behula 
Naach is supposed to be the dance performed 
by that legendary heroine to please Lord Shiva. 
The dancer, called Oja, wearing full-sleeved 
white blouse, white skirt reaching down to the 
feet, and carrying two chanwars in two hands 
dances round the arena to the song sung bya 
group of singers. At every new stanza, she 
depicts a different movement and at the refrain, 
she runs one round in a zig-zag way and ends 
in the centre in a sort of pirouette. 


The song accompanying the dance goes on: 


“Danced she, 


The pretty woman ! 

And in the spell of her dance 

She held, the Lord Tripurai | 
Round and round she moved 
Now dancing, Now singing 

Now casting a Side glance 

With a smile lighting up her face! 
Thus danced Behula, 

And pleased were the Gods. 


And so on. 


Many more things are lying hidden 
in various centres in this district. Leaving 
aside the Lushai Naga dances in thehills, one 
can find interesting dance forms like Barman 
Ras which needs special study. As my next 
programme of visiting a Satra was already fixed, 
Thad to leave Silchar. 





The main entrance to Kamalabari Satra 


The Satria dance of Assam was first projec- 
ted on the map of India in 1955 at the time of 
the National Dance Festival organised by the 
Sangeet Natak Akademi. A party of dancers 
had come to Delhi from Kamalabari Satra and 
for these devotional dancers, a stage in the 
Capital was as good as one in their Satra. Of 
these dancers and the Satra we knew very little 
and whatever information we tried to gather 
from them was sufficient tocreate a strong 
desire to visit their Satra. 


Fortunately, I found the same dancers from 
Kamalabari Satra in Silchar whom I] had 
known in Delhi two years earlier. Rani Sabita 
Devi, Honorary Secretary, and Shri Chandra 
Kant Phukan, Member, Assam Sangeet Natak 
Akademi, had kindly fixed up my programme 
with the Satria Party. Dr. Maheswar Neog, 
of Gauhati University, who was preparing a 
paper on the Dances of Assam for the Dance 
Seminar of the Central Akademi, also wanted 
to join me but hadtocancel it later. They 
told me in confidence that none of them from 
the Assam Akademi had visited this Satra so 
far. And I was the first person connected with 
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the Akademi to go there. Naturally it was a 
thrilling start. 


After the excitement of Silchar, my train 
began its tortuous course through the hill 
section of the Assam Railway. Thick fog of 
the winter night had enveloped the serrated 
contours of the Jand and from its mysterious 
depths came, now and then, the staccatto sound 
of a distant drum echoing trom a Naga village. 
My mind wandered back to a distant past 
when 400 years ago a great scholar, and an 
accomplished musician and dancer had left 
this eastern border land for a study tour of 
Northern and Central India. Afier 12 years 
of wandering, he had come back to his home- 
land and launched a movement for the re- 
establishment and preservation of the cultural 
heritage of his people. 


Shankar Deva 


Shankar Deva was born in Nowgong some 
time in the middle of the 15th century. He had 
his education in Sanskrit and made himself 
proficient in dance, music, dramatic perform- 
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Shri Shri Chandrahas Goswami, Satradhikar of 
Kamalabari Sara. 





ances and painting. At the age of 33 he toured 
Northern and Central India and studied social 
and cultural life of the people. When he 
returned after 12 years, he settled in Majuli, an 
island bounded by Subansuri and Lohit rivers, 
a place which had been a repository of pure 
Hindu culture in Upper Assam. He started 
there a religious movement for universal social 
brotherhood through congregational prayers 
which included music, dance and dance-dramas 
based on the theme of Lord Krishna. He 
composed Borgeet, Ojha Pali songs as well as 


dances and incorporated them in the dramas 
called Ankia Nat. From -Majuli he went to 
Barpet in the Koch -territory and in course of 
time “gained an unassailable monarchy over 
the mass mind” inthe whole of Assam. To 
quote from history: “All that was pure 
Kamarupi, all that was best in Kamota and all 
that was good in other parts of India, were 
synthesised by this master mind for the country 
men in his literary works, songs and dramas’. 


Kamalabari Satra 


Shankar Deva’s disciples later on established 


The congregational temple with the library on the left 
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Guru Maniram, Nritya Mukhtyar. 





in various parts of Assam a sort of monastery 
called Satra to preserve and propagate the 
teachings of their guru. Accordingly, 
Kamalabari Satra was established on Majuli” 
Island, the first seat of Shankar Deva by Badula 
Ata, who was a disciple of Madhava Deva, 
the chief disciple of Shankar Deva. This Satra 
was my immediate destination. 


ood, 


From Jorhat, I boarded a bus for Neamati 
Ghat from where an 8-mile steamer journey 
down the Brahmaputra took me to Kamalabari 
Ghat. A few members of the Satra were 
waiting for me at the ghat and we walked the 
two miles. At the entrance to the colony, I 
had to discard my shoes as that was not allowed 
anywhere inside. 


Kamalabari Satra covers a vast area. On 
each side of the colony there is one continuous 
line of rooms of thatched roof. They enclose 
from four sides the congregational temple in 
the middle. We walked past a line of hutments E 
and I was led to the Satradhikar—the head of | Z 








the Satra, who is addressed as Mahapurusha. ge uence igi 
Seated on a Masnad, the Satradhikar, Shri = & 
Shri Chandrahas Goswami, received me in the ce ‘Ne ea 


hall of audience. Iwas offered a seat opposite 
him while the other members. of the Satra A young member of the Satra. He is a good dancer 
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squatted onthe floor. Later on, I came to 
know that in front of the Mahapurusha all 
others will have to sit on the bare ground. 
When I too offered to discard the seat given to 
me, they protested and said that I was a guest 
and, therefore, treated as equal by him. 


The Satradhikar asked me the purpose of my 
visit which I explained to him and anxiously 
waited for his word. I knew the success of my 
mission depended on his word. Then he 
asked me how I was going to take down the 
music. 


My recording machine was an object of 
curiosity for him. I placed the mike in front of 
him and asked him to give his blessings. He 
expressed happiness that the National Akademi 
was engaged in preserving and reviving the 
fast-disappearing forms of art and blessed all 
those engaged in this sacred task. When I 
played back the recording, he was happy like 


Jhumura dance. 


Chali dance. 


a child. However, this preliminary ceremony 
opened the doors for me. 


During my stay in the Satra I could get a 
close-up of life there. The Satra had a vast 
area of land allotted rent-free by the Ahom 
Kings of which quite a lot had been swallowed 
by the turbulent Brahmaputra. They have now 
about 8 to 10 square miles of most fertile land, 
which is divided among the 150 and odd inma- 
tes. Besides this land, each person has a room 
allotted in the colony and, on the perifery, a 
cattle shed and about an acre of land for 
growing vegetables, etc. It is the concern of 
each individual to cultivate his piece of land 
and do whatever he likes with the income. Out 
of the total income he has to pay a fixed 
amount to the Satradhikar for the maintenance 
of the Satra. The Satradhikar has four 
assistants called Mukhtyars and they have their 
rooms in the centre of each row of apartments 
occupying four sides of the colony. Their 
apartment is marked by a small portico in 
the front. Members of the Satra are called 
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Udaseen Bhagats and they cannot marry. 
Women are not allowed inside the Satra. 
The recruitment of members is made when 
parents offer a child in dedication to the 
Satra. The child is placed under the care of 
anelderly person. In course of time, he is 
initiated into the order. This ceremony is 
performed by the Satradhikar or in his absence 
by one of the four Mukhtyars. Members of 
Kamalabari Satra get a regular training in 
dance under Shri Maniram, Nritya Mukhtyar 
and in music under Shri Maniram, Gayan 
Mukhtyar. A member is free to learn both 
or specialise in any one of the two. 


The repertoire of Satria dance consists of at 
least eight different sequences. Of these Chali, 
Jhumura and Ras are dances of Jasya type 
attributed to the Gopis and Sutradhar, Krishna, 
Baha, Nadu Bhangi and Boro Pravesh are of 
Tandava type. 


Festivals 


Preceding and also interspersing with the 
above dances are several drum-dance sequences 
called Sur  Dhamali, Ram Dhamali, Boro 
Dhamaliand Nau Dhamali. Each one of these 
dances has a particular place in the cycle of 
eels and celebrations in the life of the 
atra. 


In the month of Vaisakh, there is a 3-day 
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Sutradhar dance 


celebration of Bihu when they dance Chali 
Nritya during day and hold a Jatra during 
night. 


By far the greatest cultural events in the 
Satra take place during the months of Sawan, 
Bhadon and Aswin. From. the first of Sawan, 
the dance training of the inmates begins and 
continues up to the end of Bhadon. Between 
the 15th of Bhadon to the 20th of Aswin 
celebrations are held in the name of Shri 
Shankar Deva as his chief disciples, Shri 
Madhav Deva and Shri Padma Deva. 


A four-day celebration is held in the month 
of Bhadon in the name of Shri Shankar Deva. 
On the first day, they begin with a Puja in 
the morning, and after that three Borgeets are 
sung and danced. In the afternoon, they dance 
Jhumura, depicting the frenzied search of the 
Gopis when their beloved Lord disappeared from 
the scene. In the night they hold an instru- 
mental duet between 20 Khols (drums) and 20 
Kartals (cymbals). It is called Surdhamali. 


On the 2nd day, they dance Nadubhangi in 
the morning in which Lord Krishna, Udhav, 
Chaityaki and Daruk, etc., are depicted. In 
the afternoon, they take out Bhagwat Purana 
and the image in a procession and then dance 
Chali Nritya. In the night a different sequence, 
in the instrumental ensemble, called Ram 





Ojha Pali dance 


Dhamaliis performed. After that they dance 
Bora Pravesh, depicting Lord Krishna’s return- 
ing home in the evening with his cattle. They 
depict also various .animals and birds that the 
Lord met on his way home. 


Ojha Pali Dance 


On the 3rd day, at about 12 in the noon, 
they dance Baha WNritya, depicting Lord 
Krishna in Brindaban, followed by a Ghosha 
Keertan, a song written hy Shri Madhav Deva. 


It is sung and depicted in gestures. After that 
Ojha Pali is sung and danced. In the night, 
a type of instrumental duet called Nau 


Dhamali is performed. A_ peculiarity of this 
piece is that the drummers, after beating a few 
syllables, depict certain things with hand 
gestures. It is followed, some time after 
midnight, by an Ojha singing and a Boro 
Dhamali and a Ghosha Vadya. With Ghosha 
Vadya, the drummer depicts through hand 
gestures the Dasavatar, the ten incarnations of 
Lord Vishnu. The night-long programme of 
that day ends in the early hours of the next day 
with Kholer Mudra when one drummer plays 
on 11 drums. 


The fourth day begins with a Keertan in 
the morning. Followed by a Jatra Ghosha 
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when one Ojha singer, with cymbals in hands, 
depicts through gestures, the story of Lord | 
Krishna’s departure for Mathura along with 
Akroor and the killing of Kansa etc. That 
is followed by singing of Shankar Deva’s life. 
After that they take in a procession the 
Bhagwat Purana and the image back to the 
temple. The Tithis of the other two gurus are 
also celebrated more or less in the same way. 
This entire celebration is concluded on 20th 
Aswin with a Jatra. 


The other occasions when they dance are 
Kartik Bihu and Kartik Poornima when they 
dance Maha Ras and Phagotsav in Phagun. 


Physical Exercise 


A trainee in Satria dance has to undergo a 
rigorous course of physical exercise called 
Mati Akhara, sitting on the ground and _ twist- 
ing and turning various limbs. Then they learn 
Ora, i.e., stance, one type for female roles and 
another for male. Then Chereki Paak, i.e., 
turning ; Kati Paak, leaning on one side and 
then turning ; Tukra Paak, stretching hands . 
on two sides and then turning ; Urpak Tukra, 
summer-saults ; Udha Sirki, holding hands 
above the head and then revolving on one foot; 
Kati Len, keeping hands on the ground and 


throwing the feet backwards till they rest on the 
ground and thus making an arch. Thio Len 
standing and bending backwards until hands 
rest on the ground thus making anarch. Athu 
Len, kneeling on the ground and then bending 
backwards and forwards. There are many 
more such things. After this they teach Chali 
Nritya and then Bhorir Maan i.e., footwork. 


A noteworthy feature of the Ora, stance, is 
that the dancer does not stand straight. He 
stands with his heels pointing to each other 
and toes pointing sideways with knees bent 
downwards just as in the Bharata Natyam 
tradition. If he is depicting a female character, 
his open palms are held, in front pointing out 
wards close to the upper portion of the body 
whereas in the case of male character, they are 
held close to the shoulders facing sideways. 


The dancers of the Kamalabari Satra, led 
by their Guru, the 75-year-old Guru Maniram, 
Nritya Mukhtyar, performed for my filming 
Sutradhar, Chali, Ojha and Jhumura dances and 
an array of drummers, led again by the same 
Guru, danced Nau Dhamali and Panipuruva. 


Guru Maniram, Gayan Mukhtyar and party 
sang for my recordings. The songs included 
Borgeets in Raag, Jaisri, Ramgiri, Arhana, 
Basant and a variety of other forms such as 
Ojha Khayal, known also as Charan, depicting 


the dance of Lord Krishna on the hood of 
serpent Kalia, Ojhar Sarangi ; Ojhar Ramvadya 
Khyali, etc. Besices the above, I could record 
the music of various dances and also the drum 


ensemble. Lastly, I recorded an arati song 
composed by Shri Madhav Deva in Raag 
Shyamgara. 


After recording the morning arati 1 was busy 
packing when I was summoned by the Satra- 
dhikar. He announced that he was happy that 
Thad filmed and recorded the dance and music 
of the Satra. He said that I was the first per- 
son outside the fold of Udaseen Bhagats to stay 
in the Satra. He pointed to a photograph of 
Shri Jairamdas Daulatram, a former Governor 
of Assam, who had visited the Satra and said 
that very few people take the trouble of coming 
here, 


‘We are sorry you are going away”, he 
said and bid me bring my recording machine 
torecord a Bani. Again there was the whole 
gathering of the inmates in the audience hall 
and he sat on his Masnad and spoke expressing 
his happiness at the filming and recording done 
and then in a solemn tone announced : “We, 
the Satradhikar of Kamalabari Satra, hereby 
place the entire cultural wealth of the Satra at 
the disposal of the National Akademi”. His 
followers greeted this Bani witht hunderous 
applause of “Shri Shri Satradhikar KiJai’’. 


